In January 2009, the British Broadcasting Cooperation (BBC) denied a request from the Disaster's Emergency Committee (DEC) to broadcast an emergency appeal to relieve humanitarian suffering Gaza in the wake of the Israeli ground offensive 'Cast Lead'. The decision marked the first time in the forty year relationship between the two organisations that a request was refused by the BBC, but an appeal went ahead. BBC Executives argued that airing the appeal could pose a threat to public confidence in the BBC's impartiality. This article, both descriptive and exploratory in scope, first reconstructs a chronology of this 'impartiality argument'. This reconstruction provides a detailed overview of the key players, the (historical) relationship between them, and of the run-up to and the aftermath of the BBC's decision. The second part of the article situates the BBC's denial of the DEC request. It explores how the BBC's concerns over impartiality articulate the Corporation's new 'wagon wheel' approach to impartiality, before it explores the BBC's decision and the -rekindled -centrality of impartiality within a context of the BBC being increasingly bound by the nature of its brand and the visibility of the Middle East conflict.
Introduction

1.
The disaster must be on such a scale and of such urgency as to call for swift international humanitarian assistance.
2.
The DEC agencies, or some of them, must be in a position to provide effective and swift humanitarian assistance at a scale to justify a national appeal.
3. There must be reasonable grounds for concluding that a public appeal would be successful, either because of evidence of existing public sympathy for the humanitarian situation or because there is a compelling case indicating the likelihood of significant public support should an appeal be launched. (Disasters Emergency Committee, 2008e) obligations -may be read as reasserting the importance of maintaining impartiality in the practices of the BBC. This is discussed in more detail below.
It is also noteworthy that the DEC does not produce its own broadcast appeals (Thompson, 2009b) . Therefore, when an appeal is approved by the BBC, producers from television and radio are appointed by the BBC to draft an appeal script based on the DEC's Case for Support. The script then undergoes internal clearance and is also subject to approval from the DEC. The presenter for the appeal is selected by the BBC.
Traditionally, footage of the crisis taken from BBC news footage is also used for television appeals (Thompson, 2009b) . The televised appeal is allocated a 'prime-time'
slot often at the end of the BBC's major news broadcast and is also broadcast on other BBC platforms. This involvement of the BBC in helping to create the appeal content was flagged as problematic by BBC Executives in the context of the Gaza appeal.
Between 1999 and January 2009, the BBC has broadcast 15 DEC emergency appeals (Thompson, 2009b) . Not captured in the number of appeals run by the DEC is the number of failed appeals; appeals proposed by the DEC but not developed into official campaigns. Limited documentation exists concerning past failed DEC appeals as such decisions are internal to the DEC and may be taken informally or at closed meetings.
What is known is that the number of potential appeals discussed and debated by the DEC and the RRN is greater than the number of appeals actually run. A letter published by BBC Litigation states that, besides the Gaza appeal, two other DEC appeal requests have been declined by the BBC The Guardian's website published an article which provides some insight into the decision concerning the 'Middle East 2006' failed appeal, which sought to raise funds in response to the humanitarian crisis caused by the 2006 Israeli offensive on Lebanon (Tryhorn, 2006) . The article quotes from a DEC press release which states,
The broadcasters have decided not to back a joint DEC appeal. This is because they are concerned about the stability of the ceasefire and, given the political complexities of the crisis, whether people would support it. would not be able to maintain [its] impartiality. (Tryhorn, 2006) Implicitly, the BBC's editorial concern with impartiality in the context of an appeal situated in the Middle East is evident in the reference to its 'editorial framework' of which impartiality is a cornerstone 1 . The decision not to support the Lebanon appeal was a stance not exclusive to the BBC, but agreed upon by all broadcasters. The Guardian's website reported that the decision was a controversial one for some DEC charities who subsequently established their own independent appeals. However, the degree of controversy around Lebanon was nowhere near the level reached around the 2009 DEC emergency appeal for Gaza for the BBC.
Tracking the rise of the impartiality argument
Preserving the BBC's impartiality was identified by Mark Thompson as the key reason for the refusal of the DEC Gaza Appeal (Thompson 2009a; 2009d) . Elsewhere, we have outlined the rhetorical affordances of impartiality in the context of the Gaza crisis, which allowed the BBC to make and defend its controversial decision (Engelbert and McCurdy, 2011) . The task at hand however, drawing on Marcus (1995) , is to 'track' the rise of the discourse of impartiality as related to the request for a DEC appeal for Gaza.
Following convention, the DEC sent a formal request accompanied by a 'Case for Support', to the BBC and ITN who handle appeals for ITV and Channel 4 (Thompson, 2009b This decision was reportedly based on two factors. First, a concern that humanitarian agencies would not be able to deliver aid thus not meeting DEC 'Criteria 2' pertaining to access. Of note, the BBC's concerns over access were eventually dropped after it was satisfied that DEC charities could access Gaza without interference, pressure or favour from the controlling authorities or other stakeholders 2 . However, for the BBC the issue of access, while important, was not its primary concern around the appeal: its chief concern was over impartiality. The meeting minutes of Thompson's conference call flag the issue of impartiality as follows, Impartiality: public confidence in the BBC's impartiality would be compromised by broadcasting an appeal for Gaza in the current context of an ongoing news story. (BBC, 2009a) The minutes capture the primary line of argument that the BBC would consistently invoke in support to its decision throughout the crisis. This decision was communicated by the BBC Charity Appeals Advisor in an email sent in the early evening of January 21, 2009 to the Chief Executive of the DEC which stated,
The decision was made because of question marks about the delivery of aid in a volatile situation and also to avoid any risk of compromising public confidence in the BBC's impartiality in the context of an ongoing news story. However we will, of course, continue to report the humanitarian story in Gaza. (BBC, 2009a) The reference to an 'ongoing news story' within the email functions as an oblique, yet underlying reference to the Middle East conflict. The above rationale was carried forward to a January 22, 2009 BBC statement reported on the websites of the BBC and the Guardian 3 . Both news articles acknowledged the BBC's rejection of the appeal -using wording almost identical to the meeting minutes and email sent to the DEC -but also quoted other broadcasters (ITV and Sky) who stated that an appeal could not be carried as consensus between broadcasters on DEC appeals was both 'necessary' and part of 'convention' (Percival, 2009 ).
Interestingly, the same day as British media reported on the BBC's decision not to support an appeal, the DEC sent out a press release announcing the launch of a joint DEC emergency appeal for Gaza but made no mention of the decision of the BBC -or any of the broadcasters -not to support the appeal (Disasters Emergency Committee, 2009 ).
This meant the Gaza DEC appeal was launched without obtaining the formal support of the RRN, and the BBC in particular. This move is significant as it diverges from the DEC's formal appeal process whereby the DEC and RRN (which includes the BBC) launch appeals together (DEC, 2008c) .
The significance of the lack of broadcast endorsement of the DEC appeal was picked up by the media and on January 23, 2009 media interest in the lack of broadcast support -and specifically BBC support -for the appeal intensified. This was fuelled by the reported dissatisfaction with the decision by some BBC staff (Davies, Thorpe and Hinsliff, 2009) , and the involvement of British International Development Secretary, Douglas Alexander, who sent letters to Channel 4, ITV and the BBC asking the broadcasters to reconsider their position (Foster and Bennett, 2009 Thompson's impartiality argument is consistent with the language noted in the executive (Thomson 2009a (Thomson , 2009b (Thomson , 2009c Thompson 2009a Thompson , 2009c Thompson , 2009d ). programme and then on BBC Breakfast TV later that morning. In both appearances
Thompson explained his position emphasising the importance of impartiality yet was adamant that he, as the Director General, would not reconsider the decision to deny the appeal (Thompson 2009c; 2009d) . These media appearances, characterised by
Thompson's entrenchment in the impartiality argument, largely signalled the end of the media debate on the failed Gaza appeal. Later that same day, a statement from John Ryley, head of Sky News, was posted on the Sky News editors blog that expressed a similar position to that of the BBC with concern over impartiality (Bromley, 2009 
Situating the BBC's denial of the DEC request
The above outlined chronology of the impartiality argument highlights the Corporation's emphasis on anticipating how audiences could interpret the BBC's airing of the appeal as partisan, and how such an interpretation could jeopardise audiences attributing impartiality to the BBC. The denial of the appeal and the reasons for so doing, thereby, mark an important shift away from an approach to impartiality whereby it is articulated as an inherent feature or ethos of the BBC's journalistic practices (see : Schlesinger, 1987) and, now also, its corporate decisions. Instead, impartiality, in both the run-up to and aftermath of the BBC's decision, is implied as a distinctive and laudable quality that 
The BBC's decision: a wagon wheel approach to impartiality
While European broadcasters, media moguls, politicians and lobbyists are increasingly calling for the abolition of the pursuit of impartiality for it would, among other things, impede the free-market mantra of choice, disable broadcasters' freedom of expression, and undermine television's conducive role in fostering political participation (see, Barnett, 2010 , for a comprehensive list of arguments typically used against impartiality), the BBC has made reconsidering and attuning its 'linchpin' (Schlesinger, 1987) to key sociological and technological developments a central corporate concern.
convictions and opinions of what the report describes as 'today's multi-polar Britain' (BBC Trust, 2007, pp. 5 ). Yet, distinct about the wagon wheel is that acknowledging multi-polarity does not automatically entail that all available positions and stances will receive quantitatively balanced coverage. Instead, in deciding on what would constitute impartiality, the journalist or producer is likened to an alchemist, with ingredients like balance, fairness, rigour and context available to produce the apt 'complex cocktail' (BBC Trust, 2007, pp. 23 ).
The alchemist metaphor of the wagon wheel perspective brings to the fore an interesting dynamic. On the one hand, impartiality is the product of the BBC anticipating or envisioning its broad and diverse audiences, making sure that either different 'rational There are more guiding principles for applying impartiality that are clearly oriented to in the BBC's decision. For example, the media performances of Mark
Thompson and Caroline Thomson, in which the BBC Executives accounted for the decision, imply an approach to impartiality as 'a process about which the BBC should be honest and transparent with its audience' (BBC Trust, 2007, pp. 74, Guiding Principle 11) . In addition, the fact that the impartiality argument has been applied to the DEC appeal, to something that is not as explicitly a BBC production as for example its own news programmes would be, highlights that 'no genre is exempt' (BBC Trust, 2007, pp. 47, Guiding Principle 6). Moreover, impartiality is not only to be considered as a limiting regime, but especially as an enabling orientation in programming and decisions, as 'impartiality is no excuse for insipid programming' (BBC Trust, 2007, pp. 42, Guiding Principle 5).
In accounting for the decision in a range of radio and television programmes, Chief Operational Officer Caroline Thomson clearly draws on this fifth principle by consistently presenting the BBC's efforts in its news coverage of the Middle East as highly daring and bold. For example, she asserts on BBC's 'Newsnight' on January 23,
2009 that 'we've been almost unique amongst journalists and broadcasters in having people inside Gaza when the Israeli's weren't letting us' (Thomson, 2009a) , and argues on BBC's 'News24' a day later that 'we think that our role here is absolutely primary first and foremost on being an impartial fearless reporter of the truth' (Thomson, 2009c ).
Thomson's contributions emphasise that an approach to impartiality would work without 'fear or favour' (Thomson, 2009a) Above, the BBC exhibits an awareness of their news coverage as both a site for political struggle and as a 'prize' of political struggle. To this end, the BBC has undertaken a number of measures to try and ensure its coverage of the Middle East conflict is impartial (Grade, 2005; Independent Panel, 2006) . Given the importance of audience trust to the BBC, efforts to monitor and assess its coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be seen as measures to maintain audience trust in their coverage of this issue and of their coverage more generally. In sum, the BBC is a highly visible global news brand covering one of the world's most visible and contentious conflicts. Airing the domestic charitable DEC appeal was seen by the BBC as posing a risk to audience perceptions around the partiality of its Middle East coverage. From this perspective, impartiality is not just a matter of following journalistic protocol; it is also -in the light of the dominant discourse of public value (Born, 2004; Thumim and Chouliaraki, 2010 ) -a distinctive quality that is to be constantly (re-)assigned to the BBC by its audiences (Engelbert and McCurdy, 2011) .
Conclusion
In a time where the dominance of a market-driven, neo-liberal discourse of broadcasting has resulted in a perception of impartiality as an unnecessary constraint that limits television broadcasting's scope of commercial and civic possibilities, the BBC's persistence on impartiality is highly laudable (cf. Barnett, 2010 ). Yet, the potential for this persistence is, of course, foremost enabled by the BBC having been very successful in branding key public service adages, such as impartiality, as distinctive and 'unique selling points' in an increasingly competitive media landscape. In addition, we have seen how the new approach to impartiality can in fact be relatively comfortably reconciled with key (global) economic developments that the BBC is bound by and is initiating itself. In other words, while the BBC's decision that airing the DEC appeal for Gaza would impede audiences' perception of the BBC's impartiality is emblematic of the importance that the BBC keeps assigning to the pursuit of impartiality, the BBC's reconceptualization of the term is also indicative of public service broadcasting increasingly working according to the logic of consumer sovereignty. This paradox raises an important question about the function of impartiality for the BBC as a public service broadcaster with a long-standing charitable record: Does impartiality remain a rationale for action, or does it progressively become a foundation for inaction?
While the BBC's understanding of impartiality establishes itself as not having an 'evaluative commitment to any' as Schlesinger (1987) argued; the BBC's stance also includes a non-commitment to humanitarian action if it threatens its journalistic impartiality. Yet, journalistic impartiality does not necessarily discount human suffering:
it acknowledges human suffering but seeks to keep it in the journalist frame. However, is this really 'as close' to humanitarianism as journalism can get? Writing on the DEC Gaza crisis, Franks and Seaton (2009) argue that journalists must not engage in moral campaigns, but must practice a necessary indifference or 'a-morality' so as to continue 'witnessing' the suffering of others. Conversely, former BBC journalist Martin Bell (2009), in line with his call for a 'journalism of attachment' (Bell, 1998) , considers this position 'indefensible'.
Aware of these debates, the BBC's invocation of impartiality in this instance begs the need for inquiry into the failed Gaza appeal from a moral and ethical perspective.
This article has shown that the BBC has a track record of approving DEC Appeals for victims of conflict yet, in this instance, maintaining the core of the BBC's brand: its journalistic impartiality (both real and perceived) took precedence. The ethical and moral challenge this raises is the differentiation made between the sufferers of past conflicts granted a DEC appeal and those of Gaza, one of the world's most visible conflicts, being denied an appeal.
